
IV.—A N E W THEORY OF S L E E P AND DREAMS.

BY EUGENIO BIGNANO.

DREAMS have always exercised on psychologists the fasci-
nation of a great enigma. How can it be that a healthy
sonl gives, in dreams, the strangest, the most incoherent, the
most illogical manifestations, and afterwards, when awake,
performs its function again in the most normal way ? that is
the great problem which till now, one may say, has remained
unsolved.

The cause is perhaps to be found in the fact that the
phenomena of sleep and dreams have not been sufficiently
considered in their connexion.

THE VABIOUS THBOBIES OF SLEEP.

The theories of the nature of sleep are, in fact, numerous.
They account for it as circulatory (e.g., through cerebral
anemia), Tveurodynamic (e.g., through retraction of the nou-
ronic ramifications or by inhibition of the cerebral activity),
biological (e.g., the sleep instinct of Claparede), biochemical
(e.g., through carbonic self-narcosis or by the action of pono-
genous substances on the nervous centres), energetic, the moat
commonly held, according to which sleep is due to the ex-
haustion of the nervous energy expended during the day and
which is restored during sleep. But all these theories fail
through the following methodological principle: they proceed
to the study of the nature of sleep without caring sufficiently
about one of its fundamental products, which is dreaming, the
characteristics of which just this nature of sleep ought to be
called on to explain.

Other authors had already observed that none of the above
theories could explain how darkness, silence, monotonous
sounds, the cessation of interest in everything that surrounds
us, cause sleep, and how it is that, vice versa, deep interest
in a given event can put off sleep for several hours. But
nobody has ever noticed the fact that neither of these theories
can explain, above all, dreams, which denote an intense
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psychical activity that all these theories ought, on the
contrary, absolutely to exclude.

II.

THE NON-AFFBCTIVITT OF SLEEP AND DREAMS.

The mistake has been in the point of departure; that is
that the psychical activity has been considered an indivisible
whole which sleep ought to suspend en bloc, instead of de-
composing it into its fundamental elements and examining
which of these elements are truly suspended by sleep. Now,
if we distinguish, in psychical activities, the two fundamental
categories of affective activities (including also activities of
volition, attention, eta), and intellective activities properly so
called (that is the simple evocations of sensorial elements,
images), we soon see that only the first, and not the second,
are suspended by sleep.

In other words, the functional rest of the soul during sleep,
is only in relation with affective life. And it is natural that
it should be so. In fact, however numerous the sensations
or the sensorial excitements of the waking state may be, they
are very varied; none of them, save in exceptional cases,
lasts long enough or repeats itself with enough insistence
to exhaust the nervous energy of their respective nervous
centres; so that, whilst a given system of neurons or nervous
centres is in activity for some given sensations or some given
sensorial excitements, all the other neurons or nervous centres
equally devoted to the setting in activity of purely sensorial
elements, are completely at rest, and have consequently more
time than is necessary to make up their specific nervous
energy, used up in setting in activity preceding sensations
or evocations. It is, on the other hand, not the same with
affective activity. The daily activity of any individual is, in
fact, excited and guided by a very small number of affective
fundamental tendencies, which for this reason are, during
the whole day, incessantly, or almost incessantly, in action:
the farmer who cultivates his field with passion, the artisan
on piece work, who intensifies his work as much as possible,
the business man incited from morning till night by the
ardent longing for gain, the scientist who follows with
ardour the solution of given problems or the experimental
verification of his theories—these all fulfil well the most
varied actions, receive the most varied impressions of the
external world, and even call up the most rich and changing
succession of images, provided them by their experience of the
past, but always under the stimulus of their respective pro-
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fessional activities. Moreover, in all these individuals there
exists not only always active, bat also active in a way more
lasting and persistent, another affectivity, which is the desire
of not deceiving one'n self, the fear of not acting in the most
effective way, the anxiety to behave in the most becoming
manner: this is, in one word, the secondary controlling
affectivity, which at every turn holding momentarily in
suspense the primary activity which urges to action, con-
stitutes the state of attention with which the action itself is
fulfilled, and on which depends the greater or smaller effect
of this last.

Therefore, while the restitution of the nervous substance
used up during the functional activity can, so far as regards
the centres which set in activity the elements purely
sensorial, always keep pace with their consumption, even
while we are awake, because these centres are alternately in
activity and consequently some rest while the others work;
on the contrary, as regards centres setting in action the
fundamental affectivities of the individual, this restitution
cannot be effected during waking hours, because they are
continually, from morning till night, in functional activity.
The restitution can take place for them, only during the
suspension of all the affective activity of the spirit, which
suspension is precisely what constitutes sleep.

If the psychic functions are composed of an intellective
part (sensorial and mnemonic-sensonal) and an affective part,
and if only this latter gets tired during the day and re*6t8
during sleep, we begin to understand how it is that, also in
sleep, one can have an intense psychic activity, constituted
precisely of dreams, and how it is that these are so sub-
stantially different from the production of the mind when
awake.

We will not stop now to examine how, with our hypo-
thesis of a gradual exhaustion of the affective potential ener-
gies, which alone are always active during waking time, and
with the consequence derived from this, namely, that sleep
depends upon the relation between the degree of this
potential affective exhaustion and the intensity of the ex-
citing factor, that is, of the interest which the surrounding
situation excites at that moment in the individual, are ex-
plained the different particularities of the production of sleep
mentioned above (hypnotic influence of darkness, silence,
monotonous sounds, the cessation of interest in what
surrounds us, and, vice versa, suspension of sleep follow-
ing deep interest in a given event). We shall rather set
about examining the characteristics which result from our
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hypothesis precisely as regards dreams, which are the psychical
fundamental product of sleep.

If sleep is characterised principally by " affective silence,"
that is, by the suspension of all affective activities (including
attention, volition, etc.). then one of the first and most
fundamental characteristics of dreams will be that they are
not affective.

This property of dreams is proved, first of all, indirectly,
by the fact, already observed by so many authors, that we
never dream of that which has most occupied us while
awake, but mostly of insignificant or indifferent facts; and
it is proved directly by the silence, in dreams, of all our
longings and by the indifference with which the dreamer
considers the events of the dream, even when they are of
such a nature as would, while we are awake, excite in us the
strongest emotions, for example when we see before us as
dead our dear ones who are still living. So also we feel no
shame or remorse when we commit in a dream immoral or
even criminal actions; and no feeling of surprise is excited
in the presence of the strangest events, as when we dream
that we fly in the air or when we hear an animal speaking,
nor in presence of the extraordinary metamorphoses which
dreams habitually present us.

The want of surprise, the complete absence of remorse or
repentance for immoral or criminal actions that we have
committed in a dream, the indifference at events which
should afflict us deeply, the non-existence of any real and
true desire : all this confirms the thesis that the fundamental
feature of dreams is, as we maintain, that of being non-
affective. There is, however, one fact which, at first sight,
might seem to contradict it: it is that, as every one knows,
many dreams are violently emotional: it is enough for us to
remember the commonest nightmares to be persuaded of the
powerful emotions of which some dreams are capable Now,
this apparent contradiction disappears if we notice the nature
of emotions and their double possible origin. In fact, while
when one is awake it is the entering into an intense and
unexpected activity by a given affectivity which produces a
somatic or visceral orgasm, and this afterwards, according to
the celebrated theory of Lange and James, is reflected psychi-
cally as an emotion ; in sleep, on the contrary, it is the somatic
orgasm, a violent physiological perturbation, which is first
produced, exclusively as consequent oh given ceenesthetic
conditions. Thus an emotional state is produced without
the previous existence or entrance into activity of any affec-
tive tendency; and it is this emotional state, of a purely
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somatic origin, that afterwards calls up in the dream
the images that are in harmony with it: we do not feel any
terror because we are dreaming we have committed a crime,
but we dream we have committed a crime because a visceral
disturbance of some kind reflects itself in us under the form of
a state of anxiety. This, in fact, is what the most clear-sighted
psychologists of dreams have already pointed out.

What has made the uninitiated and even some psycho-
logists believe that dreams, far from being non-affective, are
on the contrary often affective, is the usual and deplorable
confusion, on which we have very often insisted, which is
made between affective tendencies and emotions, which are
nevertheless substantially different in nature. Now the
truth is that the dreams are frequently only emotional, and
that they are such only from bodily or visceral causes;
consequently, they do not imply at all, as initial agent, as
starter, a preceding affective state. Moreover, the fact that
the same degree of visceral trouble causes in a dream a
greater emotion than during waking hours, depends precisely
because, during the dream, the respective psychical re-
percussion finds no obstacle in the affectivities or desires
which are active while we are awake. In fact, we never,
while awake, find a difficult digestion, for example, causing
that state of terror which it so often causes, on the contrary,
in dreams.

This very emotivity in dreams, so easy and so exaggerated,
further reinforces therefore the thesis of their non-affectivjty;
and this emotivity, co-existing with the absence of true and
proper affective tendencies, constitutes, at the same time,
the best demonstration that one can wish for of the sub-
stantial difference between the nature of the emotive
phenomenon and the affective phenomenon.

m.
FIHST CONSEQUENCES OF THE NON-APFECTIVITT

OP DREAMS.

The non-affectdvity of dreams having thus been proved, all
their characteristics appear to us simply so many immediate
consequences of this non-affectivity.

The rapid disappearance, for example, on our awaking, of
the dream impressions, is the consequence of their having
been little or not at all supported, during sleep, by an
affective tendency of any kind, because everybody knows that
the duration and vivacity of the remembrance of an event
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depend upon the intensity of the interest with which we
have followed it.

The continual metamorphoses also which the images in
dreams undergo are the consequence of the fact that these
images have not been kept even a moment before the
consciousness by the persistence of some affective tendency
which they interest.

From this also is derived the great facility with which
induced dreams are brought on. While, during waking time,
even the intensest external stimulations such as that of the
street or of a storm, cannot detach us from the ideas that we
follow with interest, the smallest stimulation, on the contrary,
is enough to turn away dreams from one series of images
to another, even entirely different.

But the characteristics of dreams which receive their most
complete explanation from our theory of non-affectivity are
above all the two fundamental ones, which, just because they
are fundamental, have attracted in all times the attention of
psychologists, and have always appeared to them a great
enigma, remaining still unexplained: we mean the inco-
herence and illogicalness of dreams.

IV.

THE INCOHERENCE OF DREAMS.

If what sleeps during dreams is but the affective part,
ipso facto there fails to be that evoking, directing, selective,
inhibitory and connective action which we have elsewhere
shown to be exercised by the affective tendencies on the
current of ideas of a man who reasons.

It is useless to bring witnesses forward to prove that this
incoherence, this chaos of dreams, has always been the most
manifest phenomenon, remarked by all; nor can we here
quote examples of dreams without any connexion, order,
coherence, such as fall within the familiar experience of every
one.

This unconnectedness, this want of order, this supreme
incoherence of dreams, are due, we repeat, solely to the fact
that, when there comes to be wanting the affective element,
which, while a man is awake, is the sovereign moderator and
guide of the intellective material, from this very fact there
ceases to be any barrier against the rising tide of our memories,
which come into action and follow each other up pell-mell,
simply by the mechanical association of ideas.

A dream can therefore be denned. an entrance into
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anarchical, planless action of sensory reminiscences, con-
sequent on the absence of all active direction.

To this affective inactivity is therefore due this "dis-
solution of the mental ties," this " series of degradations of
the thinking and reasoning faculties," this "suspension of
the highest intellectual faculties," that so many psychologists
have remarked in dreams.

This proves, moreover, that this " mental tie," this
"thinking and reasoning faculty," these "highest in-
tellectual faculties," consist entirely and solely in the
evoking, directing, selective, inhibitory, and connective
action of the affective tendencies, which are precisely the
only psychical activity which in sleep is silent and at rest.

In fact the working of the sensory evocation is perfect.
However different in its entirety the dream may be from the
real world, all its elements exactly repeat those which are
offered us by reality. The aphorism of Hervey de Saint-
Denis, " Nihil est in visionibus somnorum quod non prius
fuerit in visa," says in substance that the material of
mnemonic reproduction is intact and that the mechanism of
evocation in itself works correctly in the dreaming as in the
waking state. Nay indeed, precisely owing to the absence
of an activity which limits itself to evoking only what
interests it, inhibiting every other image which it would
consider an intruder, the association of ideas is in dreams
notoriously much more varied and richer than in the waking
state

But precisely because the mechanism of evocation pure
and simple continues working correctly even in sleep, dreams
form the most striking proof of the error of the theory of the
English associationist school, for which the simple fact of
association is sufficient to account for reasoning. Many
dreams, in fact, which represent the typical case of an
ideation most obedient to the laws of mechanical association
of ideas, must at the same time be counted among the most
chaotic and incoherent. Classical in this regard, are the
famous three dreams of Maury, in which the events are
associated and follow each other up simply by the assonance
of their respective names.

So that we can draw the conclusion that the most incoherent
dream is exactly the one which most nearly approaches a
purely intellective process, that is to say, a process of pure
mechanical association of ideas, not influenced by the intro-
duction of an affective element.
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V.
IlibOQICALNESS OF DBEAM&

If the first fundamental characteristic of dreams, in-
coherence, flows from the fact that the primary affective
tendency is wanting, and consequently also its function of
calling up, selecting, inhibiting and connecting the images
—which function is the one which keeps up the thread of
reasoning—their second fundamental characteristic, illogical-
ness, flows from the fact that the secondary affective tendency
is missing, the opposition of which to the primary tendency
constitutes exactly the state of attention and gives place to
the critical spirit.

While we are awake, this secondary tendency, the fear of
deceiving ourselves, is continually in action, even more than
the primary tendency; it truly has, from morning to night,
not one minute of rest If it was not continually awake,
each of our actions would be a mistake, a stupidity;
we should follow without any more ado, unchecked, the
first casual idea which would present itself to our mind.
Now, this is exactly what happens in dreams, in which the
entire absence of the critical spirit is derived precisely
from the blest tranquillity of the sleeper, who is not troubled
by any sentiment of surprise, by any doubt, by any fear of
being mistaken.

In the waking state too we often form erroneous or even
absurd hypotheses, due to the pure chance of the association
which presents them first to our mind, but the apprehension
of having deceived ourselves, the surprise we feel at once if
they lead to results contrary to our most common experience,
hasten immediately to reject them and to invent others in
accordance with reality. In dreams, on the contrary, we
never doubt, whatever may be the contradiction between the
images in our dreams and the teachings of our experience.

The extreme illogicalness of dreams is due precisely to this
entire want of every doubt, of every fear of deceiving one's
self, of all surprise in presence of events which are in striking
contrast with all that which the real world presents. We
turn upside down, with the utmost freedom, the best-known
laws of nature. We are not at all astonished if a dog quotes
poetry, if a dead person goes off to his tomb on his own legs,
or if a piece of rock floats on water.

Somebody dreams, for example, that he is caught under
the wheels of a train, and nevertheless he is not crushed, but
is even able to raise the wagon only by inflating his chest:
another, without being at all surprised, sees some workmen
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occupied in sewing china vases and plates; very common is
also the dream in which one flies in the air as easily as one
walks in the street. Mach sees in a dream, without being at
all astonished, some water coming out from a mill by a canal,
and then flowing back of itself towards the same mill; and
in another dream he sees a candle, immersed in a glass of
water, burning tranquilly, and the products of this com-
bustion coming away from the flame in the shape of bubbles
of air, and rising to the surface.

By the very absurdity of their deductions, these dreams
serve capitally to put well in evidence the fact that illogi-
csiness consists only in attributing to an imagined ex-
perience or fact results or consequences different from
those which are given us by past experience; if one
immerses, for example, a lighted candle in water, it goes
out; Mach, on the contrary, illogically imagines that it
continues to burn. These illogical dreams show distinctly at
the same time, that the want of every feeling of surprise in
the presence of such absurd results, of every doubt or fear of
having deceived ourselves, and consequently the absence of
all critical spirit, is precisely what allows these illogical
deductions to come forward and hold their place before the
consciousness, while, if the secondary affectivity existed, to
each of these absurd results would be opposed, as efficacious
agents of inhibition, all the " antagonistic images" with
which experience furnishes us, and which this secondary
affectivity would then call up and sustain.

If then the incoherence of dreams is due to the want of a
primary affectivity which would follow with interest the
object whose vicissitudes we imagine, their illogicalness, on
the other hand, depends on the absence of the secondary
affectivity, which controls the respective results that we
imagine must be the consequence of each of these vicis-
situdes. And the absence of the primary affectivity, which
is the cause of the incoherence, together with the. absence of
the secondary affectivity, which is the cause of the illogical-
ness, are only the immediate consequence of the non-affcctivity
of dreams, that is, of the state of functional rest in which is
the affective soul of a sleeping man, while the purely in-
tellective part, of calling up sensations and images, persists,
one may say, in the same activity as in the waking state.

The questions set in 1885 for a public competition, by the
Academic des Sciences Morales et Politiques of Paris, on
"The Theory of Sleep and Dreams," were: 1. "Which
faculties of the soul subsist or are suspended or considerably
changed in sleep?" 2. "What is the essential difference

21
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between thinking and dreaming ?" To the first of these
questions we can therefore reply that in dreams the purely
intellective faculty of recalling sensorial images continues
to subsist, while the affective faculty is suspended; that
consequently dreams are the result of an affectwe functional
rest not accompanied by a corresponding intellective functional
rest; in other words, they are an ideative anarchy consequent
on the cessation of all affective control. To the second
question: that thinking or reasoning is following with
interest the history of an object which we imagine we cause
to undergo a series of experiments, being careful to attribute
to each experience the results already arrived at in the past
by similar experiments, and to which these would now lead
if they were actually carried out instead of being simply
thought of, which implies a continual action of calling up,
selecting, co-ordinating and controlling on the part of the
relative affective tendencies; while dreaming is letting the
mnemonic reproduction of sensorial elements get full mastery,
precisely because of the silence of every affective tendency,
which implies the chaotic calling up of images, in the most
incoherent and illogical way, by the simple casual operation
of the mechanical association of ideaa
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